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On the Palm of Timbuctoo. By BERTHOLD SEEMANN, Esq., Ph.D., 
F.L.S. Lc. 

[Read November 18th, 1856.1 

UNTIL lately, zll our knowledge of Timbuctoo was very unsatis- 
factory. A mysterious haze was closely associated with the very 
name of that place, opening a field for the exercise of the imagi- 
native faculties, the more unbounded as the veracity of those who 
had visited and described Timbuctoo was very much doubted ; the 
doubts arising chiefly from the descriptions given, which in order 
to find general credence were either too vague, or when more 
positive, too much opposed to well-ascertained facts. Thus, for 
instance, it was stated that the Cocoa-nut Palm grew there ; but as 
that tree, though found, according to J. D. Hooker, as far inland 
as Patna in Bengal, and, according to Humboldt and Bonpland, 
in New Granada, nearly a hundred leagues up the River Mag- 
dalena, is essentially a littoral plant, which refuses to grow in many 
countries any distance from the sea, the correctness of the state- 
ment was called in question, and the Palm of Timbuctoo remained 
until this day a botanical enigma. 

I n  September 1853, Dr. Henry Barth succeeded in reaching 
Timbuctoo, and during a stay of several months obtained an intimate 
knowledge of the place and its productions. On his return to 
Europe, I asked that enterprising explorer whether the Palm 
alluded to was actually the Cocoa-nut tree. He  replied in the 
negative, and at  the same time informed me that it was the same 
which our  mutual friend Edward Vogel had met with on the 
Lake of Tuburi, and described in his letter to Petermann, dated 
Kuka, July 13, 1854 (Bonplandia, vol. iii. p. 13). In that letter, 
Dr. Vogel mentions that he takes the Palm described by him to 
be the same as that discovered in Senniir by Russegger’s Expe- 
dition. Now, in submitting, during my stay at Vienna, all my 
evidence, including a letter received from Dr. H. Barth, to my 
friend M. Theodore Kotschy, the botanist of Russegger’s Ex- 
pedition, he agreed with me that Vogel was right in his conclu- 
sion, and that the whole of Barth’s description corresponded with 
what he knew of the Palm. Having thua ascertained that the 
information I had collected referred to one and the same plant, 
the next step was to find out the genus to which it could belong. 
It must be borne in mind that I had no specimeus at my disposal ; 
Vogel, it is true, had sent a few fruits, but the box containing 
them has not come to hand*,-and the chief thing I had to guide 

* Since this papei*was read the box has arrived at Kew, and the fruits prove 
lo be those of Bonnssus? Bthiopum, Mart. 
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me was the description given in Vogel’s letter, in which it is 
stated that the fruit is from 8-9 inches long and from 6-7 in 
diameter, weighs about four or five pounds, has an oval shape, and 
a fibrous husk enclosing three seeds ; that the trunk is, unlike that 
of the Doom-palm, undivided, and the leaves fan-shaped, characters 
which agreed with no other genus than Borassus ; and on turning 
to Martius’ great work, I h d  the palm described as Borasszcs ? 
Bthiopzum, Mart. 

It was necessary to show the way and the means by which I 
have arrived at the identihation of the Palm of Timbuctoo with 
Borasszcs ? Bthiopzcm, Maxt., in order to gain the assent of bota- 
nists to it, and I will now proceed to condense and connect all the 
information I have collected, that we may see the sum total of 
what is known about this palm. Like Adansoaia digitata, Hy- 
p h m e  Thebaica, Kigelia pimata,  and many other plants, the 
Borasszcs ? Bthiopvpwm is spread from the eastern to the western 
shores of Africa, and has, by some, been thought to extend as far 
as the Cape de Verd Islands ; but Dr. Bolle, from personal obser- 
vation, assures me that the Borassus occurring on that group in 
isolated specimens is the old B. $?abellifrmis, Linn., as correctly 
stated by J. A. Schmidt in his Contributions to that flora (Bei- 
triige zur Flora der Cap-Verdischen Inseln, Heidelbeyg, 1852), 
and that it was introduced by the Portuguese from the East 
Indies. B. ? d7tRiopum has been found in Nubia, on the Senegal, 
and in the territories of the FidaGes ; Ed. Vogel observed it on the 
Lake of Tuburi ; and Barth adds : “ It is diffused over the whole 
of Central Africa, and forms, especially on the banks of the shallow 
water-courses, so numerous in that country, extensive forests ; at 
any distance from such waters it is only found in isolated speci- 
mens, and sometimes it is met with in company of the Date- and 
the Doom-palm. It is the most characteristic tree, not only in 
the Musgoo-country (i. e. the fertile, slightly elevated plains be- 
tween the Shary and the eastern tributaries of the so-called Niger), 
but also in all the southern tributary provinces of Bagirmi; in 
Wadai, especially on the Bat-ha, as well as in Darfur and Rordo- 
fan, it is abundant. On the central Niger it is scarce ; in Haussa 
very much isolated; but on the Upper Niger, above Timbuctoo, 
it is again plentiful, and has there been mistaken for the Cocoa- 
nut Palm. In the language of the Haussa-people it is termed 
‘ Gigi%,’-in Kanuri, that of the Bornuese, ‘ Kamelhtoo,’ in that 
of Fdbe, ‘ Dugbi,’ in that of the people of Logon, ‘ Margum,’ and 
in the Musgoo-language, ‘ Uray.’ ” In Nubia it is known by the 
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name of ‘ Dolaib,’ ‘ Delaib,’ or ‘ Deleb,’ on the Senegal by that of 
‘ Runn,’ and amongst the FidaSes by that of ‘ Vige-Tjo.’ 

The trunk is about 2 feet in diameter, and according to Ed. 
Vogel 40, according to Thonning from 60-70, and according to 
Barth from 60-80 feet high. It is undivided, unarmed, and shares 
with Irhrtea ventricosa and several other palms the peculiarity of 
having above its middle height a very perceptible swelling. 
Kotschy idorms me that this swelling does not remain fixed in 
the particular part in which it makes its first appearance, but that, 
as the plant grows higher, it shifts its position, draws in, and ap- 
pears in another place. Judging, however, from what I know of 
IiaTtea, I do not see how it is possible for this hard woody swelling 
to  become contracted ; perhaps it may be that the part below the 
ventricose extension increases SO much in thickness that the swell- 
ing itself becomes obsolete, and that a new swelling appears. 

The foliage, forming a magnificent crown at the end of the 
trunk, is, according to Ed. Vogel, of B more lively green than that 
of the Ginger-bread-tree or Doom-palm, and is composed of fan- 
shaped leaves, measuring 5 to 12 feet in diameter. They are used 
for thatch, for making baskets, mats, hats, and other articles for 
which the leaves of most palms are usually employed. The palm 
is polycarpseous,-the inflorescence appearing between the leaves, 
bearing large bundles of almost round fruits, about as large as a 
common-sized melon, of a dark-yellow colour, and about four or 
five pounds in weight. The fruit has three seeds, surrounded by 
a fibrous husk which contains a pulp, of an acid sweet (according 
to Ed. Vogel, rather bitter) flavour, and an agreeable odour 
resembling that of the pine- or the Mamey-apple, on account of 
which (the fruit being either raw or boiled) the natives eat or 
rather suck it. The seeds are planted in the ground. I n  about a 
fortnight seedlings have sprung up, which are eaten, either roasted 
or raw. Barth states that he never saw them eaten in any other 
state than raw, in the parts he visited. “I  am inclined to believe,” 
says the last-named traveller, “ that a well-known flour, called ‘ fid- 
ogma,’ in the southern provinces of Bornoo, is derived from their 
root.” The albumen of the seed, when still soft, is likewise eaten. 

It is curious to find this palm applied to the 8ame uses in Africa, 
88 its congener the Palmyra (B.Jlabellformis, L.) is in Asia, 
especially the sucking of the husk of the fruit, the eating of the 
young seedlings, and the extracting from the latter (as most pro- 
bably is the case) a kind of flow. Now there may not be anything 
peculiar in the way in which the fruit is eaten, as that would 
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readily suggest itself to anybody wishing to partake of i t ;  but 
there w something peculiar in eating the seedlings, to say nothing 
of the extraction of flour from them. Here the question in- 
voluntarily arises : (‘ Is the idea of eating them of native growth, 
or has it been derived from the East Indies ? ” I am not inclined 
to give the negroes much credit for inventive genius, but I think 
in this instance we must assign it to them. For if the applications 
of this palm had been adopted from the Palmyra, it is not likely 
that the most useful one of them, the extracting of toddy for 
making wine, vinegar, yeast, spirits and sugar, would have been 
overlooked. But neither of the 23. ? Bthiopwm nor of any other 
African palm do I find it recorded that they serve for that pur- 
pose ; al l  we hear is, that the date-tree in Northern Africa, after 
the heart of its leaves has been cut out, accumulates a thick, 
sweetish, and refreshing sap (“ Lagbi ”), of a slightly purgative 
tendency ; and that the ancient inhabitants of the Canary Islands, 
the Guanches, knew how to prepare from it a beverage, which 
replaced the grape wine, and also vinegar, honey, and sugar ; but 
that branch of industry has long since become extinct, and even 
the method by which the sap was obtained has not been handed 
down to us : as we are informed, however, by Viera, that each 
tree yielded about a small caskful, it is not impossible that it may 
have been procured as it is still in Northern Africa, and that 
whenever sap was required, a t  least one tree had to be sacrificed. 
The extraction of toddy seems to be peculiarly Asiatic : in America 
it is unknown, for the so-called “ palm-wine ” of that country is 
not obtained by means of the spadix from a Zivilzg tree, as is the 
case with genuine toddy, but by a hole cut under the crown of a 
tree previously felled. Thus we find that all the three continents, 
chiefly inhabited by these princes of the vegetable kingdom, prac- 
tise one principal method of extracting the saccharine matter in 
which many of the palms abound. Both the Africans and the 
Americans kill the tree, the sap of which they procure, the former 
by destroying its terminal bud, the latter by felling its trunk : 
only the Asiatics preserve it by merely cutting its spadix, and 
allowing the sap to ooze out through the wounded parts. The 
wanton destruction of the trees by the one party, and the careful 
husbanding of them by the other, is the reason why Africa and 
America have never furnished, and as long as the present process 
of destruction is continued, will never furnish any palm-sugar, a 
product of which Asia sends to Europe alone several thousand 
tons annually. 


